University of Nebraska - Lincoln

DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln
Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and
Social Sciences

Great Plains Studies, Center for

2009

Book Review: The State of the Native Nations: Conditions under
U.S. Policies of Self-Determination By The Harvard Project on
American Indian Economic Development
Gavin Clarkson
University of Huston Law Center

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/greatplainsresearch
Part of the Other International and Area Studies Commons

Clarkson, Gavin, "Book Review: The State of the Native Nations: Conditions under U.S. Policies of SelfDetermination By The Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development" (2009). Great Plains
Research: A Journal of Natural and Social Sciences. 1006.
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/greatplainsresearch/1006

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Great Plains Studies, Center for at
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It has been accepted for inclusion in Great Plains Research: A
Journal of Natural and Social Sciences by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska Lincoln.

136
the rule of law on-reservation investment by outsiders. Sarah
Hicks’s chapter on intergovernmental relations shows how
tribes can smooth over jurisdictional conflicts, helping better
to regulate everything from the environment to taxation to law
and order in Indian Country. The chapter on the underrealized
potential of tribal citizen entrepreneurship will be especially
important to Great Plains tribes without a significant gaming
market.
Kalt and Cornell’s ground-breaking work on the political
economy of Indian Country, begun two decades ago, is continued in this outstanding book, particularly in its section on tribal
foundations. The Harvard Project, with its cadre of economists,
legal scholars, and political scientists, has fashioned a model of
tribal governance involving the exercise of tribal sovereignty
in which Indian nations both control their own destinies and do
so in a culturally-relevant manner. Without a doubt, Rebuilding Native Nations is a must-read for tribal leaders and for any
government official doing work within or with Indian Country.
For scholars, the book is an outstanding reference. As federal
Indian law and policy enters an era of nation building, here
is a blueprint for flourishing tribal nations. Matthew L.M.
Fletcher, College of Law, Michigan State University.
Forced Federalism: Contemporary Challenges to Indigenous Nationhood. By Jeff Corntassel and Richard C. Witmer
II. Foreword by Lindsay G. Robertson. Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 2008. xxi + 251 pp. Figures, tables, appendixes, notes, bibliography, index. $34.95 cloth.
Rather than having the exclusive U.S.-tribal relationship
respected, Indian nations are wrongly forced to deal with state
governments that are often hostile to Indian interests. This is
the provocative thesis of Forced Federalism. For the last 20
years, from 1988 to the present, tribes have been increasingly
seen as emerging contenders vying for resources and playing
an expanding role in state economies and politics. The gaming
success of some tribes has also subjected Indians to what the
authors call “rich Indian racism” that relies upon stereotyping
and the categorization of tribes as interest groups rather than
independent nations. Though acknowledging that tribes have
had some success in their engagement with states and the nonIndian political process, the authors make a convincing case
that jurisdiction and community-based improvements should
not be conceded lightly in the name of short-term economic
gain.
Corntassel and Witmer begin by describing the importance
of social constructions of Indians historically and in the present
day. Earlier images of Indians as warlike or as noble savages
have been replaced by conceptions of Indians as rich interest
groups. The authors argue that these “invented images of Natives as casino rich or as aspiring casino entrepreneurs limit the
ability of indigenous nations to act in the best interests of their
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communities.” The challenge with such an argument of course
is that to some extent calling these “invented images” is not accurate, nor can non-Indian resistance be reduced in every case
to rich-Indian racism. Rather, in some instances, non-Indians
would be more or less correct in seeing their neighboring tribe
as rich casino entrepreneurs, and their concerns about the
downsides of gaming or other tribal projects might be justified
and unfairly pigeonholed as merely racist.
The book’s main contribution comes when it grounds its
provocative thesis in the actual practices of Native nations and
in survey results from 1994-2000 of tribal governments. Tribes
in some states have had success—getting approval for gaming,
ousting anti-Indian politicians from office, and generating support for tribal activities—in their engagement in federal and
state politics through everything from get-out-the-vote efforts
to lobbying to public ballot initiatives. Without supporting or
denigrating such engagement, the authors’ analysis is both
nuanced and fair, presenting the perils as well as the upsides
of Indian involvement in state and federal politics. The survey
results show that tribes often do decide to support political
candidates, even though “emulating the lobbying and political
behavior of other U.S. citizens” may not be the best way forward for tribes. I find the authors’ concern regarding the rise of
state-tribal compacting, given the history of state antagonism
to Indian interests, to be compelling. But here too the book does
a good job walking a fine line: pointing out how tribes have
benefited from compacts while also cautioning against conceding regulatory authority on reservations to states in return for
short-term economic development.
Corntassel and Witmer, drawing on tribes across the U.S.
but with an emphasis on Oklahoma Cherokee leaders, language,
and challenges, make a convincing case that tribes are in the
midst of an era of forced federalism. Even those less troubled by
the shift from exclusively tribal-federal dealings to tribal-state
relationships should give Forced Federalism careful consideration. Ezra Rosser, Washington College of Law, American
University.
The State of the Native Nations: Conditions under U.S.
Policies of Self-Determination. By The Harvard Project on
American Indian Economic Development. New York: Oxford
University Press, 2008. xxii + 394 pp. Tables, figures, maps,
photographs, index. $59.95 cloth, $29.95 paper.
If ever a text should be required for a foundational American Indian Studies course, The State of the Native Nations is
such a book. The Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development has produced a remarkably comprehensive
yet eminently accessible description of Indian Country in the
21st century. This book stands in stark contrast to much of the
scholarship in American Indian Studies, which seems intellectually paralyzed by a sense of victimhood. While the authors
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fully acknowledge the centuries of mistreatment, cultural
suppression, disenfranchisement, and deleterious federal policies that left many tribes dependent on a paternalistic federal
government, the main thrust of the book is a discussion of what
tribes have been able to accomplish in spite of that history.
The State of the Native Nations is organized around four
core elements of what its authors refer to as Nation Building.
The book highlights how tribes are
• Working to strengthen their institutions of governance to
more effectively assert their sovereignty
• Diversifying their economic activities to better improve
their citizens’ well-being
• Crafting innovative social policies by drawing upon the
experience of both the Indian and non-Indian worlds
• Tapping and developing their cultural resources—both
traditional and emergent
The first section is a discussion of tribes as nations, focusing
on tribal governmental development, tribal efforts to maintain
jurisdiction, and the complex relationships among tribal governments, the federal government, and the states. Rather than
a cursory treatment, however, the authors provide concrete examples such as the tribal laws governing the operation of tribal
courts in South Dakota (Cheyenne River Sioux) and Oklahoma
(Chickasaw and Citizen Potawatomi Nation).
The book is also full of examples of tribal economic diversification. The case study on Ho-Chunk, Inc. discusses how the
Winnebago tribe successfully diversified its economy beyond
gaming and into long-term self-sustaining endeavors. Other
examples include the Cheyenne River Sioux development of
a buffalo management corporation and the development of
Native Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFIs) throughout Indian Country, but particularly in the Great
Plains.
In addition to the rich descriptive material throughout The
State of the Native Nations, the book is also filled with empirical data not readily available anywhere else, particularly in the
area of economic development. In the discussion of gaming, for
example, the book notes how gaming operations at Standing
Rock helped the tribe double its on-reservation employment
levels.
While much of the volume is focused on the governmental
and economic components of Nation Building, it does include
substantive chapters on environmental management, education, health, family support, arts, and culture, as well as excellent chapters on Alaska Natives, Native Hawaiians, and urban
Indians.
The State of the Native Nations stands alone as a comprehensive discussion of the efforts, obstacles, and accomplishments of tribal leaders who are shaping Indian Country by
developing and implementing strategies of self-determination
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in response to contemporary federal policies. Packed with both
practical and scholarly insights, it is a must-read for anyone interested in Indian Country in the 21st century. Gavin Clarkson
(Choctaw/Cherokee), University of Houston Law Center.
Buffalo Inc.: American Indians and Economic Development. By Sebastian Felix Braun. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2008. xii + 271 pp. Maps, photographs, tables,
references, index. $39.95 cloth.
Swiss-born University of North Dakota anthropologist
Felix Sebastian Braun focuses on the recent development of the
Cheyenne River Sioux Reservation’s bison herd program by
tracing the origins, implementation, and demise of Pte Hca Ka,
a corporation designed to establish a sizeable bison presence
on the reservation for a variety of sociocultural and economic
reasons. Buffalo Inc.’s 14 chapters roughly divide into three
parts, each of which includes a chapter specifically focused on
Pte Hca Ka along with contextualizing commentary chapters.
Braun first recounts the evolution of the reservation as well
as the bison cooperative movement and bison management,
culminating in the incorporation of Pte Hca Ka. The second
part, documenting the expansion of Pte Hca Ka, is intertwined
with commentary regarding the blending of cultural identity
and politics that led to competing visions for the bison corporation while it tried to wrestle with issues of bison ranching,
particularly in cattle country. The later chapters explain the
reorganization and ultimate collapse of the corporation. Braun
surrounds this narrative with several assessments regarding sustainable development and cross-cultural comparisons
ranging from reindeer herding and sheep rearing to whaling
and Aboriginal land management, although he does not make
the obvious comparison with similar bison efforts in Canada.
Ultimately, the author summarizes that “economically, the
corporation [Pte Hca Ka] was a disaster,” yet its “social and
cultural impact . . . should not be underestimated. For a time,
the corporation was one of the most successful development
projects in Indian Country.”
Braun proves most insightful when he narrates the story of
Pte Hca Ka, providing depth to a phenomenon that “Some people will see as simply another failed project on a reservation.”
Nonetheless, his work becomes problematic in light of analyses
often characterized by regrettable contrasts, e.g., “I knew how
to speak Lakota better than many people I encountered, and I
think it would be a hugely arrogant assumption of mine to conclude that they must hold fewer Lakota values for that.” Readers
also must endure some awkward constructions such as “the
post-neofunctionalist, post-equilibrium-homeostasis anthropological argument targets. . . .” More vexing concerns emerge
from the treatment of sensitive issues on the reservation, and no
amount of rhetorical self-authentication vindicates the author,
e.g., “the game wardens often discussed the issue with me while
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